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BUILDING TEAMS FROM A DISTANCE 
Aaron R. Laurito, Graduate Research Assistant for CAHRS 
 
Virtual Team Advantages Virtual teams are comprised of individuals that are separated geographically or organizationally and that rely primarily on technology to complete tasks (Powell, Piccoli & Ives, 2004).  This work arrangement has been found to be advantageous for many firms because it reduces the costs and time associated with employee travel.  It also permits organizations to attract and retain top talent because workplace flexibility is increasingly seen as a crucial aspect of job satisfaction for many employees (Bergiel, Bergiel & Balsmeier, 2008).  Virtual teams are also valuable to many businesses because team members commonly focus their interests on tasks instead of shared social or cultural environments, which often impact the dynamic within conventional teams (Hamilton & Scandura, 2003).  This fosters a working environment that encourages innovation and decreases discrimination by hierarchy, employee impairments, race or age because productivity is more important than other characteristics (Bergiel et al., 2008).  While virtual teams have many advantages, they frequently struggle to establish a strong sense of trust between individuals, frequent team member intercommunication, and effective leadership; all of which are necessary for team success. 
 
Building Trust  Establishing trust is a crucial component of a cohesive virtual team.  Trust is often difficult to achieve because many teams are assembled for a short period of time to complete specific tasks (Powell et al., 2004).  Creating trust within a team is frequently done through face-to-face interactions among team members that take place early in the team’s life span.  These encounters have been found to be effective in allowing team members to socialize, build rapport with other individuals, and increase understanding of the team’s purpose (Handy, 1999).    At Lincoln Financial, one virtual team manager related that when his team does have the opportunity for face-to-face interactions, they plan meals and activities together.  The team’s dinners and paintball outing created personal bonding opportunities that have improved trust within the team.  The manager believes this is because the meals and activities have allowed the interactions between team members to become less formal and more personal.  With stronger relationships within the team, the manager has been able to communicate more easily with team members because a personal connection and personal investment in each individual has already been established (Linkow, 2008).  
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In-person interactions are also important because they can contribute or accelerate the creation of “swift trust.”  Many virtual teams experience this as a result of the perceived integrity of other individuals, reliable and continuous communication, and effective leadership early in the project lifecycle (Powell et al., 2004).  If established, swift trust can significantly benefit the group so that virtual meetings have more robust participation of team members and subsequent virtual meetings are more task related and less social.  The level of trust between individuals in virtual teams can often be identified and enabled by the frequency and the length of emails sent between members (Jarvenpaa & Leidner, 1999).  Virtual team members that communicate task related information most frequently and in shorter, more digestible emails have been shown to have stronger working relationships and experience higher levels of trust than employees that communicate less frequently and with more text.  Virtual teams that experience high levels of trust between team members often have improved team member awareness and experience improved project outcomes (Hart & McLeod, 2003).   
Virtual Team Norms and Rules  Established norms, such as the number of emails sent to other team members in a given time period, dictates how the virtual team functions.  Virtual communication norms can develop over time or be developed by the team upfront.  Well-established norms are crucial to virtual team efficiency and success (DeSanctis & Monge, 1999).  This is because norms give team members a framework in which to work with others.    At MetLife, one virtual team manager established consistency in his weekly virtual team meetings by reviewing accomplishments and identifying problems that could impede project progress at the beginning of each meeting.  This time was also structured to allow team members the opportunity to raise project issues.  By establishing this routine in virtual meetings, team members communicated their needs, received support from one another and were up-to-date on the project progress by the end of each meeting.  Hosting the meeting via videoconference once a month was also integral in building strong relationships among team members, which were cited as a critical component of the team’s success (Linkow, 2008).  Additionally, teaching members how to use technology and the appropriate etiquette for virtual interaction is important for establishing a positive team environment and ensuring tasks meet the highest standards.  Without verbal or physical cues, communication and comprehension can often be difficult for team members.  Learning to express personal emotions and comprehend others’ emotions virtually takes time (Hamilton & Scandura, 2003).  Cultural differences can also exacerbate these challenges through misinterpretation and miscommunication.  These factors should be considered when constructing and managing virtual teams.    Virtual teams must also address the challenges that inherently arise when members reside in multiple time zones.  Establishing team meeting ground rules before virtual team tasks have been administered has been shown to mitigate many problems and misunderstandings between team 
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members.  These rules include: circulating agendas in advance of meetings, respecting sleep and family schedules of all team members, discussing language abilities and ensuring the importance of attendance during meetings (Linkow, 2008).  Instituting and adhering to these rules can make the difference between a successful and unsuccessful virtual team. 
 
Virtual Team Member Training  Technology training for virtual team members is another critical aspect of building a successful team.  Communication methods within virtual teams have been found to make them significantly more susceptible to miscommunication than conventional teams (Bergiel et al., 2008).  As a result, offering introductory technology training courses and easy access to additional training is crucial for implementing the technology used by virtual teams.  Team failures in multiple organizations have often been attributed to insufficient funding spent on training members to use programs and applications needed to communicate and complete their work.  To promote increased understanding of virtual teams and proper technology utilization, Nortel created an intranet page that included organizational best practices among virtual team leaders and members.  This page provided a framework for a formal infrastructure that was later implemented within Nortel so that members of virtual teams would have clear guidelines as to how to communicate and initiate team processes virtually (Duarte & Snyder, 2006).  This was done in tandem with significant company investments in new technologies that helped to ease the process of collaborating with team members virtually.  The process of building effective virtual teams often requires special training of the team leader.  Providing a learning webpage for new virtual leaders to share knowledge with veterans in real-time has proven to be effective as well.  At NASA, project managers have access to a “lessons learned” repository, where virtual team leaders can ask questions and get help from other virtual team leaders, creating an active knowledge center to improve leadership and facilitation practices (Duarte & Snyder, 2006).   These resources can be especially valuable for virtual leaders that are learning to give feedback through non-conventional methods, coach team members virtually and employ all effective technology mediums for the team.  Taking action when team members’ behaviors are undesirable is also difficult for many virtual team leaders (Bell & Kozlowski, 2002).  Failure to follow through on these issues, however, can be interpreted by some individuals as condoning poor performance of other team members and providing insufficient developmental feedback.  This can directly impact team morale and motivation levels, resulting in a poor project outcome.   
Team Building   Building a successful virtual team typically requires the support of the CEO and other executives.  At American Express, the belief among senior leaders is that “promoting and supporting” virtual teams must come from the top (Duarte & Snyder, 2006).  Besides this support and trust, building an 
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effective virtual team also requires navigation through many challenges.  Cultural differences, time zones, language barriers and other factors should be taken in account before building a team.  Adjustments and adaptations in team communication methods should be made to appropriately cater to all team members (Linkow, 2008).  Leaders should play a proactive role in leading the team by adjusting to the unique needs of the individuals.  Once ensured that each member is trained on all the technologies utilized by the virtual team, leaders can assign tasks that will lead to the strengthening of relationships between members.  This happens most frequently through collaboration, where one team member approaches another member for assistance on a specific task (Hart & McLeod, 2003).  Ensuring time is allotted for teams to interact in this manner encourages stronger interpersonal relationships and a more effective virtual team.  Many effective team leaders also prompt participants to contribute to the conversation during virtual update meetings (Dube & Pare, 2001).  This can develop trust because team members can see the interdependencies among their contributions and the impact of their contributions on the project outcome.  In one large virtual team, the team leader paired some individual members with key team members, with whom she corresponded regularly.  This created a “hub structure of three sub teams,” which resulted in a process by which individual contributors were able to frequently and effectively communicate issues with one another and their team leader.  This improved team cohesion and trust among the hub workers as well as created opportunities for the team leaders of these sub groups to communicate important issues to the primary team leader.  This method positively impacted motivation levels of the group and was a successful model for building an effective team (Pauleen, 2003). 
 
Hub Virtual Team 
Model  (Pauleen, 2003). 
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Time is another critical component in limiting differences seen in the socio-emotional processes of virtual team members.  Disparities among members are less frequently seen in conventional teams because meetings are often face-to-face and members adjust simultaneously.  However, there is increased variation seen in virtual teams because time to complete projects is frequently compressed and not all team members adjust emotionally in short periods or at the same rate (Powell et al., 2004).  Team members should be aware of these differences and demonstrate patience as their teammates progress through these processes.  
Conclusion  While it is evident that there are many difficulties associated with building and managing effective virtual teams, they are becoming more prevalent within organizations (Bell & Kozlowski, 2002).  Navigating through these challenges successfully requires commitment from all team members.  The most effective virtual teams have established high levels of trust, consistent task related communication between team members, strong team leadership and dedication to completing the tasks at hand. 
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